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Between man and the physical world there exists a world of language through which 
man knows and tries to master the physical world. Language reflects what man knows 
about the physical world and the world of language is a mirror of the physical world and a 
storehouse of all the spiritual creations by man. Language is the concentrated reflection of 
the knowledge of man about the physical world. Meaning is the core of language. What 
makes the meaning originate, develop, change or die ? The main factors are the existence 
of the physical world, changes and human thinking. 
The term ‘Cultural Semantics’ first appeared between 1972－1975 in the name of 
a course at the University of Tokyo and in the name of a book by a Japanese scholar. Later, 
it occurred as a part of the name of a lecture ‘A Syntax of Early Modern Cultural 
Semantics’ at the University of Stanford and the lecturer’s name is Roland Greene. In 
2000, two Chinese scholars published their respective books both with the same name 
‘Cultural Semantics’ , but Ma Qinghua’s version was published by Jiangxi People’s Press 
and Wu Guohua’s version was published by the Military Yiwen Press. However, cultural 
semantics has not yet moved beyond sentence level and its major focus is placed upon 
lexical items only. This dissertation not only intends to deepen its study at sentence level, 
but also plans to extend its study into the levels of text and discourse, thus making 
possible a perfecting framework of cultural semantics possible.  
This dissertation has something new as listed below: 
1) A very new topic of study; 
2) Respective semantic triangles have been designed/adjusted to describe the 
semantic status of word/phrase, of sentence/utterance, and of text/discourse; 
3) Respective generalizations of the 5 types of meaning to describe the semantic 
content of word/phrase, of sentence/utterance, and of text/discourse; 
4) Deepening the study at the sentence level and extending the study into the 
text/discourse level; 
5) Establishing an initial framework of cultural semantics by giving a group of terms 
and defining them, respectively generalizing the 5 types of meaning to describe the 
semantic content of word/phrase, of sentence/utterance, and of text/discourse, respectively 
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sentence/utterance, and of text/discourse; 
6) Offering some feasible methods or techniques for applying the tentative theory to 
foreign language teaching, translating and bilingual lexicography. 
Chapter 1 makes a brief respective survey of linguistic philosophy on meaning, 
semantics, pragmatics (especially its core parts: speech acts, conversation implicature, 
Cooperative Principle and Tactness Principle), the major differences between semantics 
and pragmatics; defines language, speech and culture and comments on the interaction of 
language and culture; introducing the core parts of cognitive linguistic; and finally stating 
the need for the present study by defining cultural semantics and giving a historical survey 
of cultural semantic.  
Chapter 2 explores the meaning of word and phrase, designs new semantic triangles 
based on Ogden & Richards’ Semantic Triangle and generalizes the 5 types of meaning 
based on Leech’s 7 types of meaning.  
Chapter 3 probes into the meaning of sentence and utterance, explores the concept of 
context and generalizes the types of context, puts forth this writer’s semantic triangle for 
sentence and utterance and 5 types of meaning for sentence and utterance.  
Chapter 4 discusses the meaning of text and its methods of analysis, puts forwards 
this writer’s semantic triangle for text/discourse, and generalizes 5 types of meaning for 
text/discourse.  
Chapter 5 talks about the possibility to establish a theory of cultural semantics by 
putting forth a definition, stating its theoretic foundation, giving and defining a group of 
concepts and terms, and offering some ways of study (e.g. contrastive analysis, 
quantitative analysis, qualitative analysis). The practice agrees with what Zhang Fa (1994) 
put forth for establishing a framework of a new discipline: 1) a group of concepts ;  2) 
the definitions of the concepts are clear, definite and logically consistent; 3) forming a 
complete system in accordance with logics; 4)universally applicable. The writer of this 
dissertation adheres to the criteria in the process of the theory forming throughout this 
dissertation.  
Chapter 6 tries to apply the tentative theory to foreign language teaching, translating 
and bilingual lexicography and offers some feasible methods or techniques. 
 
























文化语义学（Cultural Semantics）这个词语在 1972－1975 年间首先出现于日本
东京大学的一门课程名称中以及某个日本学者所著书名《文化语义学初探》中。后
来，美国斯坦福大学举办过一场名为“A Syntax of Early Modern Cultural Semantics”
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Chapter 1  A General Survey 
 
To put forth a tentative framework of cultural semantics, one has to see what has been 
done and what has not been done before in the fields of linguistic philosophy, semantics, 
pragmatics and the related linguistic disciplines, and therefore a general survey is 
obviously needed. 
 
1.1 Linguistic Philosophy on Meaning: A Brief Survey 
 
There must have been a philosophical basis for any one school of linguistics in the course 
of linguistic development. There are several distinguishable, and more or less well-known 
philosophical theories of meaning, which seek to provide an answer to the question: What 
is meaning ?  
1) The referential (or reference, or denotational, or naming) theory (“the meaning of an 
expression is what it refers to or denotes, or stands for”; e.g. ‘Fido’ means Fido, ‘ dog 
‘ means either the general class of dogs or the essential property which they all share) 
(Lyons, 2000: 40);  
2) The ideational (or mentalistic) theory (“ the meaning of an expression is the idea, or 
concept, associated with it in the mind of anyone who knows and understands the 
expression”) (Lyons, 2000: 40);  
3) The behaviourist theory (“the meaning of an expression is either the stimulus that 
evokes it or the response that it evokes, or a combination of both, on particular 
occasions of utterance”) (Lyons, 2000: 40);  
4) The meaning-is-use theory (“the meaning of an expression is determined by, if not 
identical with, its use in the language”) (Lyons, 2000: 40);  
5) The verificationist theory (“the meaning of an expression, if it has one, is determined 
by the verifiability of the sentences, or propositions, containing it”) (Lyons, 2000: 40);  
6) The truth-conditional theory (“the meaning of an expression is its contribution to the 
truth-conditions of the sentences containing it”) (Lyons, 2000: 40) ;  
7) The theory of situation (“Meaning is the bridge between linguistic forms and 
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8) The theory of intention (“the meaning of an expression is the intention of its speaker.”) 
( Wang, 2001: 46);  
9) The theory of relation (“Meaning is the total network of relations or functions into 
which any linguistic item enters.”) ( Wang, 2001: 50);  
10)  The phenomenological theory (“Meaning is the intention of consciousness.”) ( Wang, 
2001: 52);  
11)  The existentialist theory (“Meaning is a way of existence and realized in linguistic 
items which turn objects into existence.”) ( Wang Yin, 2001: 54);  
12)  The hermeneutic theory (“Meaning is a basis for understanding and dependent on 
understanding.”) ( Wang, 2001: 55);  
13)  The deconstructional theory ( “Meaning is not what is fixed forever and is a mark 
which varies with the development of text language, with old meaning disappearing 
and new meaning coming out.”) ( Wang, 2001: 56) ;  
14)  The cognitive theory (“Meaning is based on cognition and a psychological 
phenomenon derived from body embodiment.”) ( Wang Yin, 2001:181).; 
15)  the theory of synthesis (“Meaning is a psychological phenomenon based on 
embodiment with the features of generalizationality, internality, vagueness, 
systemicality and intentionality, etc.”.) ( Wang, 2001: 58) 
 
Although none of the above will serve alone as the basis for a comprehensive and 
well-motivated theory of semantics, each of them will contribute in one way or another to 
the background assumptions of those who are currently working toward the construction 
of such a theory. This writer prefers to combine some aspects of the following 1) The 
referential theory, 2) The meaning-is-use theory, 3) The theory of situation, 4) The theory 
of intention and 5) The deconstructional theory and adopt them as the philosophical bases 
of his tentative theory of cultural semantics. 
 
1.2 Definition of Semantics 
 
After Michael Bréal published his “Essai de Semantique” in 1897, semantics  came into 
being as an independent discipline and a branch of linguistics (Wang, 2001; Leech, 1974). 
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